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use of targeted energy subsidies, these 
instances are rare and hardly applicable 
to most LMICs. 
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Fossil fuel subsidies 
and health 
Authors’ reply
Kirk Smith and Ambuj Sagar are correct 
in noting that some countries show 
diverse energy portfolios, and that 
federal subsidies that target renewables 
or options, such as liqueﬁ ed petroleum 
gas (LPG), could be justiﬁ ed. Far from 
advocating a one-size-ﬁ ts-all approach, 
we acknowledge that low-income and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) will 
each have a diﬀ ering set of resources, 
priorities, and energy infrastructural 
capabilities. Correspondingly, the 
debate on how to curb fossil fuel 
subsidies will vary across nations. 
With that said, substantial variation 
is not likely to occur, at least among 
most LMICs. As shown in the table, 
the six countries we examined in 
our initial analysis (Bolivia, Ecuador, 
Nigeria, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 
and Venezuela) have a low capacity 
for renewable energy at this time. LPG 
use is variable, but is barely a fraction 
of all reﬁ ned petrol products produced 
among these nations. In other words, 
the bulk of energy production in these 
countries is heavily dependent on the 
burning of coal and the reﬁ nement of 
crude oil. 
Certainly, both India and Indonesia 
are promising markets for renewable 
energy and LPG, and federal subsidies 
for these fuels will allow the poorer 
strata of society to reap the health 
beneﬁ ts described by Smith and Sagar. 
Unfortunately, these two nations are 
the exception to what is otherwise 
a largely consistent notion among 
LMICs: fuel subsidies are focused on 
petrol produced from the burning 
of hydrocarbons and these subsidies 
are often fiscally irresponsible, 
poorly targeted, and strongly enable 
corruption.1 
Also, the case for subsidising 
health coverage is unassailable. Left 
to the free market, citizens show 
low consumption of health services, 
particularly services focused on 
prevention.2 We can do better as a 
global community, because the bulk 
of evidence shows that most fossil 
fuel subsidies are harmful to society 
and ﬁ scal balance sheets. Removing 
subsidies in place of funding universal 
health coverage would, invariably, 
more effectively improve health 
outcomes and slow down climate 
change. Although some countries 
that boast a growing renewables 
sector might enjoy positive health 
externalities through the continued 
LPG, barrels per day 
(% of total reﬁ ned 
petroleum 
products, FY 2012)
Gross natural 
gas, billions of 
cubic feet*
Biofuels, 
barrels per 
day, FY 2013
Total non-hydroelectric 
renewable electricity 
generation, billion 
kWh, FY 2012 (% of 
total electricity net 
consumption, FY 2012)
Indonesia 21 000 (2·2%) 2486 (↓) 38 000 9·6 (5·7%)
India 245 000 (5·4%) 1218 (↓) 7200 35 (4·0%)
Bolivia 2800 (5·7%) 735 (↑) 0 0·2 (3·1%)
Ecuador 500 (3·2%) 18 (—) 400 0·3 (1·6%)
Nigeria 3400 (3·3%) 1356 (↓) 0 0
Turkmenistan 9100 (5·3%) 2995 (↑) 0 0
Uzbekistan 700 (1·0%) 2106 (↓) 0 0
Venezuela 9100 (1·0%) 771 (↓) 0 0
Data from The US Energy Information Administration. http://www.eia.gov/petroleum/data.cfm#consumption. 
LPG=liqueﬁ ed petroleum gas. FY=ﬁ scal year. kWh=kilowatt hours. *Arrows denote the trend of production levels 
over the preceding years (up for increasing, down for decreasing, dash for no change). 
Table: Clean energy production in selected low-income and middle-income countries between 
2010 and 2013
